SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
TRENDS IN FOOD STAMP PROGRAM PARTICIPATION RATES: 1976 - 1990

This study is the first to use a consistent data source and
methodology to estimate participation rates--the ratio of the
number of program participants to the number of eligibles-~-over a
long period of time. The report uses estimates of program
participants from Food Stamp Program (FSP) administrative data
and estimates of the number of eligibles derived from the Current
Population Survey (CPS).

The CPS is the only source of information to estimate FSP
eligibles over many years, but it consistently underestimates
both the number of participants and participation rates. Other
FNS reports give more accurate measures of rates at specific
points in time, but cannot support an historical comparison of
rates over a long period. The objective of this report is to
establish the context of long-term changes in program

participation rates; thus, the focus is on overall trends rather
than levels.

The report presents rates for every other year from 1976 to 1990
and examines the major causes of changes in the rates during this
time period. Findings include:

o Program participation rates increased somewhat between 1976
and 1978 due to changes in the economy lowering the number
of eligibles and, to a lesser extent, the number of
participants.

o Rates increased substantially from 1978 to 1980 due to
elimination of the purchase requirement (which increased the
number of participants) and implementation of more
restrictive program rules (which reduced the number of
eligibles) under the Food Security Act of 1977.

o From 1980 to 1982; rates decreased slightly due to the
economic recession raising the number of eligibles.

o Rates were unchanged from 1982 to 1984.

o From 1984 to 1986, participation rates decreased slightly
due to the more generous eligibility criteria implemented
under the Food Security Act of 1985. The new criteria
immediately increased the number of eligibles, but the newly
eligible population did not respond by joining the program.

o Rates held steady from 1986 to 1988.

o Rates increased from 1988 to 1990 due to an increase in the
number of participants with little change in the number of
eligibles. This rise in participation rates reflects the
surge in FSP participation that began in 1989.
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FOREWORD

The Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) has a keen interest in the extent to which Food
Stamp Program (FSP) benefits reach those who are eligible for them. The participation rate--the
ratio of the number of participants to the number of eligibles--provides a picture of a program’s
success in reaching this target population. FNS has published a series of reports on FSP participation
rates which uses data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) to provide
snapshots of rates at specific points in time. SIPP has not existed long enough, however, to give an
accurate picture of changes in participation rates over the life of the FSP. This report uses another
consistent data source and methodology to measure and compare changes in participation rates over
many years and analyzes the causes behind those changes.

This report presents trends in participation rates from 1976 to 1990 based on the Current
Population Survey (CPS). The CPS contains information to estimate the number of FSP eligibles
over many years, but consistently underestimates participation rates. The SIPP-based series of
estimates gives a more accurate measure of participation rates at particular points in time since 1984,
but cannot support an historical comparison of rates over a longer period. Our objective in
sponsoring this research was to establish the context of long-term changes in program participation
rates. Thus, the focus of the report is on overall trends rather than levels.

In addition to giving an historic overview of the trends in rates over time, this report provides
important new information as well. A previous report in this series, Food Stamp Program
Participation Rates: January 1988, found a small but noticeable decline in the participation rate from
August 1985 (the prior period for which rates were estimated) to January 1988. This report found
a similar decline between those years, but then finds a reversal of the decline with a significant
increase from 1988 to 1990.

These new data help us add the latest piece to the picture of recent influences on FSP
participation.  Analyses showed that the August 1985-to-January 1988 drop in the overall
participation rate was due to low participation among those made newly eligible for the FSP by the
Food Security Act of 1985 (implemented in 1986). However, over seven million new participants
have joined the program since January 1988. We would expect to see a rise in participation rates if
these new participants were previously nonparticipating eligibles. The upward trend in participation
rates from 1988 to 1990 documented in this report is indeed due to the combined effect of increasing
numbers of participants and steady numbers of eligibles.

If this pattern of previously nonparticipating eligibles joining the program continues, we may see
further increases in participation rates in the future. The next SIPP-based estimate of participation
rates (for January 1992) should be available in late 1993. This will offer the first concrete evidence,
using the best possible data for estimating eligibility, of the effect of recent program growth on
program participation rates.

Office of Analysis and Evaluation
Food and Nutrition Service, USDA
July 1992



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) helps low-income families and individuals purchase the food
they need to maintain a nutritious diet. The FSP provides assistance to all financially needy
households without requiring that the household contain certain groups of persons, such as children
or elderly persons. However, persons must apply for and be financially eligible for food stamps in
order to receive them. Since some financially eligible persons do not apply for food stamps, the
participation rate--the ratio of the number of participants to the number of eligibles--is less than 100
percent.

The most recent estimate is that approximately 59 percent of persons eligible for the FSP
participated in the program in January 1988 (Trippe and Doyle, 1992). While it is unreasonable to
expect 100 percent participation among the eligible population, policymakers and other interested
parties need to know how the rate of participation has changed over time in order to address two
important questions: Has the program reached more or less of its target population in recent years
relative to earlier years? And how has participation among the subgroups of the eligible population
varied over time? Examining the trends in participation rates indicates the program’s relative success
at reaching the eligible population.

This study uses a consistent data source and methodology to estimate participation rates over the
past 15 years. Specifically, it uses data from the March Current Population Survey (CPS) to estimate
the number of eligibles, and FSP administrative data to estimate the number of participants. With
these data, we have produced participation rates for every other year from 1976 to 1990. The study
also examines the major causes of the changes in the rates over the 15 years. In particular, it
examines the influence of changes in FSP legislation, changes in the economy, and changes in other
assistance programs on the participation rates.

The study finds that FSP participation rates increased between 1976 and 1978 due to changes
in the economy, and increased substantially between 1978 and 1980 due to changes made to the FSP
program under the 1977 Food Stamp Act. The 1977 Act, implemented in late 1978 and early 1979,
increased the number of participants by making the program accessible to more eligible low-income
households. Participation rates remained relatively constant from 1980 to 1988, but again increased
between 1988 and 1990. The recent increase in participation rates is due to the surge in FSP
participation which began in early 1989.

PURPOSE OF THE ANALYSIS

The purpose of this time-series study is to provide a consistent, accurate measure of the trends
in participation rates, rather than to provide the most accurate estimate of any single participation-
rate level. In fact, the CPS data used in this analysis consistently overestimate the number of eligibles,
and thus substantially underestimate FSP participation rates. More precise SIPP-based estimates of
eligibles have been used to estimate participation rates in August 1984, August 1985, and January
1988. The SIPP-based estimates produce participation rates that are over 10 percentage points higher
than those based on the CPS data used in this report. For example, the more accurate SIPP-based
estimate of the participation rate for individuals in January 1988 is 59 percent, rather than the 49
percent CPS-based estimate reported in this report. However, we used the CPS database in this
analysis because, unlike the SIPP database, it is available for the entire period from 1976 to 1990.



Thus, readers should focus on the trends reported in this report rather than on any specific participation
rate.

TRENDS IN FSP PARTICIPATION RATES: 1976 TO 1990

Participation rates in the FSP increased between 1976 and 1978, and then increased substantially
between 1978 and 1980, as illustrated in Figure 1. Participation rates remained relatively constant
between 1980 and 1988, but again increased between 1988 and 1990. Participation rates for
individuals increased by 7 percentage points between 1976 and 1978, increased by over 16 percentage
points between 1978 and 1980, and changed by no more than 8 percentage points over the entire
period from 1980 to 1988. Participation rates again rose sharply between 1988 and 1990, increasing
by 6 percentage points over two years. Hence, the FSP has reached a much greater proportion of
its target population in the years since 1980 than before 1980, and is reaching more eligible persons
in 1990 than it did in the 1980s.

FSP MONTHLY PARTICIPATION RATES: 1976 to 1990
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The figure also shows that the trend in rates was consistent among the three units of measurement:
the benefit rate was consistently higher than the individual rate and the household rate, and the
individual rate was consistently higher than the household rate. This consistent pattern indicates that
households with higher benefit levels, and thus greater need, are more likely to participate than
households with lower benefit levels. It also implies that larger households are more likely to
participate than smaller households.

CAUSES OF THE TRENDS IN FSP PARTICIPATION RATES

Participation rates change when the rate of growth in the number of participants differs from
the rate of growth in the number of eligibles. Changes in FSP legislation, economic conditions, and
other programs affect the rate of growth among participants and eligibles, and thus cause
participation rates to change. Since these influences often occur simultaneously, it is difficult to sort
out their separate effects on participation rates. However, in most cases, one of the influences
dominates the others, causing participation rates to change in a particular direction. The major
influences and their effects on the numbers of participants and eligibles and the consequent
participation rates between 1976 and 1990 are summarized below:

xii



* 1976 to 1978. Participation rates increased by 7 percentage points due to rising
inflation combined with a strengthening economy. Both of these factors caused the
number of eligibles, and to a lesser extent the number of participants, to decline,
resulting in a rise in participation rates.

* 197810 1980. Participation rates increased by over 16 percentage points due to changes
made to the FSP under the Food Stamp Act of 1977. Under the 1977 Act, the
number of participants increased due to the elimination of the purchase
requirement, and the number of eligibles declined as a result of restrictive changes
to the program such as capping the income eligibility guidelines, resulting in the
substantial rise in participation rates.

* 1980 to 1982. Participation rates decreased by about 3 percentage points because the
economy was in recession. The number of eligibles increased more than the number
of participants, resulting in a minor drop in participation rates.

e 1982 to 1984. No change in participation rates.

* 1984 to 1986. Participation rates decreased by about 4 percentage points due to the
more generous eligibility criteria introduced under the 1985 Food Security Act. The
expanded eligibility criteria immediately increased the number of eligibles, but the
newly eligible population did not respond by entering the program.

* 1986 to 1988. No change in participation rates.

* 1988 to 1990. Participation rates increased by about 6 percentage points due to an
increase in the number of participants with little change in the number of eligibles. The
number of FSP participants increased due to expansions in the Medicaid program,
legislative changes resulting in simplification of the application process, increased
outreach to the homeless, and increased expedited service, and immigration
legislation granting resident status to selected aliens.

TRENDS BY SELECTED DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS

In most cases, frends for subgroups of the eligible population follow the same patterns as trends
for the total population. However, the rates for the subgroups of persons are consistently higher or
lower than the overall rates for persons, as discussed below.

Trends by Demographic Characteristics

*  Household size. Although participation rates for each household size follow the
same general pattern as the rates for all households, smaller households tend to
participate at lower rates than average, and larger households tend to participate
at higher rates than average. However, in almost every year of the analysis,
participation rates peak for households that contain three persons, as found in
other research. Although rates decline with household sizes of more than three
persons, rates for larger households are still higher than the rates for single-person
households.
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Age of persons in the Household. The trend in participation rates for elderly persons,
children, and adults also closely follows the trend in rates for all persons. However,
the rates for elderly persons are much lower than average, the rates for children
are much higher than average, and the rates for adults are close to average in every
year of the analysis.

Household composition. The trend in participation rates for persons based on their
household composition moves with the trend for all persons. However, the rates
for single adults with children are much higher than average, and rates for
households without children are much lower than average.

Trends by Economic Characteristics

Poverty Level. As expected, participation rates in all years were much higher for
persons in households whose gross income was below the poverty level than for
persons in households whose gross income was above the poverty level.

Income Sources. The pattern of participation rates among persons in households
with earnings are similar to the pattern of rates among all persons, but are much
lower and vary less. The participation rates for persons in households that received
unemployment compensation were also lower than average in all years for which
data were available.

Benefit Levels. Persons eligible for the lowest benefit levels (between 1 and 25
percent of the maximum benefit) participate at lower rates than persons eligible for
higher benefit levels. In general, participation rates increase as potential benefits
increase. However, persons in households eligible for 100 percent of the maximum
benefit participate at rates below average. This pattern is found in other studies
and is likely due to measurement problems among the highest benefit group.

xiv



I. INTRODUCTION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) helps low-income families and individuals purchase the food
they need to maintain a nutritious diet. Unlike other assistance programs, such as the Aid to Families
with Dependent Children and the Supplemental Security Income programs, the FSP does not place
categorical restrictions on eligibility and participation. The FSP provides assistance to all financially
needy households without requiring that the household contain certain groups of persons, such as
children or elderly or disabled persons. However, persons must apply for and be financially eligible
for food stamps in order to receive them. Since some financially eligible persons do not apply for
food stamps, the participation rate--the ratio of the number of participants to the number of eligibles--
is less than 100 percent.

The most recent estimate is that approximately 59 percent of persons eligible for the FSP
participated in the program in January 1988 (Trippe and Doyle, 1992). While it is unreasonable to
expect 100 percent participation among the eligible population, policymakers and other interested
parties need to know how the rate of participation has changed over time in order to address two
important questions: Has the program reached more or less of its target population in recent years
relative to earlier years? And how has participation among the subgroups of the eligible population
varied over time? Examining the trends in participation rates indicates the program’s relative success
at reaching the eligible population.

This study uses a consistent data source and methodology to estimate participation rates over the
past 15 years. Specifically, it uses data from the March Current Population Survey (CPS) to estimate
the number of eligibles, and FSP administrative data to estimate the number of participants. With
these data, we have produced participation rates for every other year between 1976 and 1990. The

study also examines the major causes of the changes in the rates over the 15 years. In particular, it



examines the influence of changes in FSP legislation, changes in the economy, and changes in other
assistance programs on the participation rates.

Although there are a number of estimates of participation rates that, when combined, span the
past 15 years, they cannot be used to support a reliable examination of trends, because each study
used different data and methods to measure the rates (see Trippe, 1989). Thus, until now it has been
impossible to assess how much of the change in each estimate is due to any real change in the rates,
and how much is due to differences in the data or methodology.

The analysis in this study focuses on capturing changes in the rates over time, rather than on
estimating any single participation-rate level. Indeed, the participation rates found in this study are
10 to 15 percentage points lower than the rates calculated with the more appropriate Survey of
Income and Program Participation (SIPP) data on the number of eligibles. The SIPP database is
preferred for estimating the number of eligibles, because it contains more of the information required
to support the eligibility estimation process, and thus provides more reliable estimates of participation
rates. However, because the SIPP database begins with 1984, this study uses the CPS data that have
been available since 1976.

The study finds that FSP participation rates increased between 1976 and 1978 due to changes
in the economy, and increased substantially between 1978 and 1980 due to changes made to the FSP
program under the 1977 Food Stamp Act. The 1977 Act, implemented in late 1978 and early 1979,
increased the number of participants by making the program accessible to more eligible low-income
households. Participation rates remained relatively constant from 1980 to 1988, but again increased
between 1988 and 1990. The recent increase in participation rates is due to the surge in FSP
participation which began in early 1989.

The report is organized as follows:

* Chapter II discusses existing research on participation rates.



Chapter III provides an overview of the data and research methods used to
construct the participation rates in this study.

Chapter IV presents the participation rate estimates for even years between 1976
and 1990, and compares the rates for selected demographic and economic
subgroups of the population to overall rates.

Chapter V assesses the major reasons for changes in the rates between 1976 and
1990.

Appendix A provides a more detailed explanation of the technical procedures used
to estimate the eligible population with the CPS data.

Appendix B contains a table of changes in the FSP eligibility requirements and
deductions associated with legislative changes in the program over the years of the
analysis.

Appendix C lists the sample sizes underlying the participation rates.



II. A REVIEW OF THE RESEARCH ON PARTICIPATION RATES IN THE
FOOD STAMP PROGRAM AND OTHER WELFARE PROGRAMS

This Chapter describes the existing research on participation rates in the FSP and other welfare
programs. Section A describes the existing estimates of participation rates in the Food Stamp
Program and discusses why the rates cannot be used to support a reliable examination of trends.
Section B discusses three limited time-series studies of FSP participation rates. Finally, Section C
presents the available rates for two other public assistance programs, Supplemental Security Income

and Aid to Families With Dependent Children.

A. FOOD STAMP PARTICIPATION RATES

Estimates of participation rates found in available studies vary by up to 30 percentage points for
any given year and unit of analysis, depending on the data source and the estimation methodology
used in the study. Below, we highlight any consistent patterns that can be discerned from the studies,
and discuss why the available rates differ so much and why they cannot be used to support a reliable
examination of trends. Table II.1 summarizes the existing studies and their participation-rate
estimates.

Existing studies have used three different units of analysis to measure participation rates:

* The individual participation rate is the ratio of the number of persons in

participating households to the number of persons in eligible households.

* The household participation rate is the ratio of the number of participating
households to the number of eligible households.

* The benefit participation rate is the ratio of the dollar amount of benefits issued to
the dollar amount of benefits that would have been issued had all eligibles
participated in the program.

Each unit of measurement responds to different targeting issues and thus differentially determines

how well the FSP meets the needs of its target population. Thus, it is not surprising that partici-



TABLE II.1

INDIVIDUAL, HOUSEHOLD, AND BENEFIT
RATES OF FOOD STAMP PROGRAM PARTICIPATION

Individual Household Benefit
Data Source/ Rate Rate Rate
Studies (Date) Reference Year(s) % % %o

A. Estimates Based on Household Survey Data for Participants

West (1984) CES;? 1973-74 24
Coe (1979) PSID;® 1976 41
Coe (1983) PSID;P 1979 46
Czajka (1981) ISDP*; 1979 28-31
Bickel and MacDonald (1981) ISDP;€ 1979 47
Ross (1988) S1PP;d 1984 51 41
Brown (1988) CES;? 1984-85 28
U.S. GAO (1988, 1990a) PSID;" 1986 44
Allin, Martini (1991) SIPP;4 1985 44
B. Estimates Based on Administrative Data for Participants
MacDonald (1975) Decenial Census;1974 38
Beebout (1981) SIE,® CPS; 1979, 1981  61-69
Czajka (1981) ISDP;¢ 1979 56
Doyle and Beebout (1988) SIPP;d 1984 66 60 80
Ross (1988) SIPP;d 1984 66 58
Doyle (1990) SIPP;d 1985 64 59 75
Trippe and Doyle (1991) SIPP;d 1988 59 56 67

SOURCE: Trippe (1989).

4Consumer Expenditure Survey.

bMichigan Panel Study of Income Dynamics.

€1979 Income Survey Development Program Research Test Panel.
dSurvey of Income and Program Participation.

®Survey of Income and Education.

fMarch Current Population Survey.






